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This dissertation is presented in three parts:  an art installation, a website and blog, and two 
academic articles. Working with paper-made-textile and written-on fabric, I create pieces that poke at the 
boundaries between text and textile, writing and speaking, mind and body, citizen and immigrant, center 
and margin. Blurring the distinction between text/iles by weaving with paper-based yarn or salvaging the 
seams from discarded fast fashion, the installation reconfigures narratives of women who live aslant of 
and needle a capitalist, patriarchal system by reclaiming the labor of “women’s work.” Individual pieces 
combine austere paper and vibrant to convey the ways that memory and narrative reside in the warp and 
the weft, in the feel of the fabric on the fingers, in the taste of string in the mouth. Through layering 
reused and rescued materials, a palimpsest of text and textile is created, disassembling and reassembling 
functional objects we take for granted in ways that bring to light forgotten labor and unheard stories. The 
literary narratives represented freely wander through the liberating possibilities of making and the horror 
of the sweatshop and everything in between. Working with the narratives of Daisy Hernandez, Jean 
Kwok, and Ntozake Shange, the installation combines paper and fabric, hand and machine stitching, 
wearables and readables, to materialize their negotiations of gender, generation, and nation.  
The accompanying website is a form of public-facing scholarship, a companion to the installation that 
analyzes more explicitly the way the installations fit in with the texts and the theoretical constructs with 
which the installation engages, and suggests how and what other installations might look like. Ultimately, 
the website is meant as a resource for both people who have seen the installation in person and individuals 
and scholars who might be interested in engaging in scholarship in the same register. Finally, two article-
length pieces of writing theorize alternative modes of knowledge production through textiles. 
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FABRIC THINKING: BLENDING TEXT AND TEXTILE1 
In the entryway hangs a lone quilt, constructed in shades of blue. Each tiny square a 
scattershot randomness held together by solid lines of a denim cross in the center. The Word. 
Patterns and fabrics repeat over the sheet, shells to chambray to sheer and back again. The 
scraps of projects past, gathered together again in new form. Offcut memories stitched together 
in a blanketing whole. The swath of blue is marked with periodic vibrancies, unexpected threads 
twisted and stitched into words. “Follow the thread.” Chain stitch. “Weaving a tale.” Split 
stitch. “On tenterhooks.” Seed Stitch. “Frayed.” A jaunty French knot. The phrases multiply the 
longer you look, skirting the edges and making forays to the center. Angular. Soft. The 
patchwork strays around the corner, escaping its boundaries, a textile gesture to the hallways 




                                                          
1 Portions of this article previously appeared as blog posts on my accompanying website. The original citations are 
as follows:  
George-Waterfield, Sarah. “An Archive Dress.” Fabric Thinking, 2 August 2018, 
https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2018/08/02/an-archive-dress/. 
--. “And What Will You Do with That? A Quick, Dirty, and Incomplete Guide to Alternative Dissertations.” Fabric 
Thinking, 5 June 2018, https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2018/06/05/and-what-will-you-do-with 
that-a-quick-dirty-and-incomplete-guide-to-alternative-dissertations/. 
--. “buttonbuttonbuttonbutton.” Fabric Thinking, 21 July 2018, 
https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2018/07/21/buttonbuttonbuttonbutton/. 
--. “Install Installed.” Fabric Thinking, 24 January 2019, https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2019/01/24/install 
installed/. 
--. “Not a Taking Away, but a Taking Apart.” Fabric Thinking, 25 February 2018, 
https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2018/02/25/not-a-taking-away-but-a-taking-apart/. 
--. “Untitled.” Fabric Thinking, 1 March 2018, https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2018/03/01/88/. 
 
     
 





Figure 1: As the entry piece to the installation, as well as an entryway to thinking about the 
connections and crossovers between text and textile, I sewed a quilt face from scraps of leftover 
projects. Each type of fabric square has a correlating piece of clothing in my own closet, itself 
the bearer of memories and stories. In the tradition of thinking between fabric and narrative, 
quilts and quilt piecing have been widely theorized, and there has been a recent “discovery” of 
quilts as art objects, a classification that is itself hotly debated among quilters. Pierced into the 
surface of the quilt are upwards of twenty embroidered metaphors that illustrate the linguistic 
connection between textile work and story-telling (“weaving a story,” “embroidering a tale,” 
“spinning a yarn,” etc.). While these metaphors and their ubiquity are interesting in and of 
themselves, pointing to the infiltration of textile language into our everyday thinking about 
narrative, this quilt is also meant to serve as the transition point between the linguistic and the 
material and my personal transition between writing and making. 
*** 
     
 




I am a PhD candidate in University of North Carolina’s Department of English and 
Comparative Literature. I have devoted six years to reading, writing, learning, and teaching 
books, narratives, novels, poetry, memoirs, theory. There have been 12 seminar papers, 13 
classes, 8 conferences, 198 texts on a reading list, 3 exams about those texts, 1 prospectus all 
focused on my writing, others’ writing, academic writing, personal writing, narrative writing all 
heading to this point. When I matriculated at UNC, I thought, as most graduate students in the 
humanities do, that I would write a monograph dissertation, go on the job market, and try for a 
tenure track job. My undergraduate honors thesis tracked the cohesion and disintegration of the 
linguistic, literary, and American selfhoods of Gertrude Stein and F. Scott Fitzgerald. My 
master’s thesis plotted paratextual and extra-textual production in Wallace Stevens, Franz Kafka, 
and Toni Morrison. Entering UNC, I went from post-structuralist theory to literature and law to 
new materialism.  
Throughout my coursework, while I loved being in class, doing the literary work, writing 
and discussing and occasionally teaching my way through it, I continued to have this niggling 
feeling that perhaps the expected afterward of the program—teaching, tenure track positions, 
adjuncting, etc.—didn’t really feel right. That perhaps it wasn’t for me. During the process of 
pre-exam meetings, I definitively realized that I wanted to find a way to translate the 
competencies and skills I was learning in this doctoral program to a space outside of the 
university, or at least outside of faculty positions. And that decision opened up a whole host of 
new options around what type of scholarly production is possible in a dissertation. My advisor 
told me that, fundamentally, a dissertation can be anything as long as you can get the members of 
your committee to agree that it requires the same intellectual effort and rigor as a traditional 
dissertation. My dissertation is an art installation. 
     
 




In a lot of ways, my pathway to this project has always been lurking in the background, 
popping up, and reasserting itself through jaunts in high modernism, postmodernism, literature 
and law, literature and aging—you name it, really, and I’ve flirted with it as an intellectual 
endeavor. But I keep coming back to this dress. 
When I joined the Peace Corps in 2010, shipping off to Mali mere weeks after graduating 
from undergrad, I was gifted a vibrant pink/orange/green A-line shift dress straight out of the 
1960s. In fact, it was straight out of the 1960s—a family friend had herself been a Peace Corps 
volunteer in Micronesia during one of the inaugural cohorts and had had this dress made (or 
sewed it herself? The story is a bit muddled, as are the colors on the fabric pattern). She wore the 
dress during her service, carted it back home, and it took up residence in a closet somewhere for 
the next 50 years. When I left for Mali she gave it to me. 
Although I uninhibitedly love the look of the dress, what really struck me every time I 
wore it was the way that the dress held physical traces of story and memory. Traces of both 
owners, traces of place. Blood, tears, and certainly sweat, but also sea water, river water, desert 
sand, smoke from cooking fires, dust from the road, exhaust from cars, flecks of shea butter, and 
half-digested okra sauce from one ill-fated night. 
Even as the warp and weft of the fabric continue to gather material from the bodies and 
landscapes with which they interact, the foundation of the dress isn’t static either—it’s an ever-
changing object, manipulated by many hands. Turn it guts-side-out and there are multiple and 
myriad patterns of hands altering, disassembling, fitting cloth to body, shoring up against the 
wear of time. Scars, sutures, stitching, borders, lines of flight, lines of connection. There’s an off-
white (originally white?) stitching that (for the most part) holds the dress together. This is the 
first construction, marked by broken stitches, fraying edges, a general weakening around where 
it’s held together. A soft pink thread marks a taking in at the sides, the original seam floating off 
     
 




to the side, unused, waiting to see if the body, also an every-changing entity, fills space 
differently one day. The original hem is long since gone, the border worked and reworked by at 
least three sets of hands. There’s an anomalous and mysterious black thread that tacks the hem 
up at one seam and a trace of that thread traverses a quarter of the hem, disappearing and 
reappearing at will. Then the newest addition, a starkly self-contained orange thread that I added 
to keep the hem up for a conference last year. The armholes, the neckhole, the edges of the 
facings are all losing their integrity day by day, worn soft with 50-some-odd years of skin 
contact. At some point it will disintegrate all together. 
But this is the entry point, the sticking point, the idea that would not let go. Clothing, 
fabric, textiles—these are sites of memory, story, and knowledge just as much as the page. How 
can we investigate stories of, in, and around textiles? 
The first, and most solidly academia-based place to start is the fact that there’s a long 
history of thinking about cloth and the page together. “Text” and “textile” share an etymological 
root in the Latin word texere, which means “to weave.” An intriguing and evocative point of 
wordy/worldly confluence. This connection comes through, for example, in a whole host of 
metaphors that are connected to textiles and memory or storytelling: “spinning a yarn,” “weaving 
a tale,” “fabric of our lives,” “the warp and weft of life,” “threads of memory,” “lose the tread,” 
“tease out,” “embroider a story.” Some of these are more common than others, but we’ve all seen 
them “threaded through” our daily lives. You might even say they’re “well worn.” And of course 
we have other fabric-based metaphors “shot through” all kinds of our lives and they’re so 
embedded in our collective consciousness that we don’t even realize they’re there until we start 
looking for them. 
This connection is clear in the written word, and I began my project trying to construct a 
written argument around these textual connections. I chose narratives that run the gamut of the 
     
 




different roles textile work might take and the different meaning that work and its products might 
have for individuals, families, and communities. While working with Jean Kwok’s novel Girl in 
Translation, Daisy Hernandez’s memoir A Cup of Water Under My Bed, and Ntozake Shange’s 
Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo, it became clear that there is a wide swath of possibility for textile 
work and the type of knowledge it produces in the these narratives—in each case it is linked to 
and complicates that ur-process, writing, and is further linked to a whole host of binaries: 
thinking/making, writing/speaking, male/female, mind/body, art/craft, serious/frivolous, 
self/other, citizen/immigrant, etc. These narratives raise up textile work, sewing, crafting, 
mending, weaving, as a viable alternative model for and path to knowledge production. By 
taking over the pen to write these works that follow the thread of different types of textile works, 
the goal and effect is not to devalue writing as a path to memory and story-telling, but to suggest 
that there might be other, equally legitimate ways to interact with and communicate about the 
world. 
And so while I’m writing here as part of my dissertation, the bulk of the project turned 
into an art installation that engages the material of the material world. It interrogates the 
relationship between narrative, memory, and textile work through sculpture, garment creation, 
and textile collage. Blurring the distinction between text/iles by weaving with paper-based yarn 
or salvaging the seams from discarded fast fashion, I reconfigure the narratives of these women 
who live aslant of and “needle” a capitalist, patriarchal system by reclaiming the labor of 
“women’s work”—which is the work of Sassafrass’s weaving and Daisy’s mother’s altering and 
Kim’s mother’s garment industry work, but is also my mother’s sewing, my grandmother’s 
crochet, my neighbor’s mending, my husband’s grandmother’s factory work. I combine austere 
paper and vibrant fabric in what I hope are playful and unexpected ways to convey the ways that 
     
 




memory and narrative reside in the warp and the weft, in the feel of the fabric on the fingers, in 
the taste of string in the mouth. 
I spend a lot of time asking and answering “is this a dissertation?” I repeatedly prick my 
fingers with needles of all sizes.  
*** 
Move into a space clothed in utilitarian fabric, drapes of pants legs cut from their 
garments stitched together in sheets lining the walls. A break that is only pockets hand stitched 
together in a weird resemblance to scales. The sound of multiple overlaid sewing machines 
becomes more pronounced, driving your feet forward to the disassembled guts of a sewing 
machine at the end of the room, laid out in assembly line precision, a metallic taxonomy. Within 
the fabric-lined alcoves lined in industrial clothing racks are placed a series of book-page-
constructed forms modeling what at first seem to be simple garments. On closer inspection, each 
of the four forms can be seen to sport garments that become legible as disassembled and 
reassembled fast fashion, highlighting seams, buttons, guts, pockets, necklines, waistbands, 
zippers, tags…Brightly stitched together with machine stitching, they are further constituted by 
hand embroidery, bookish embellishments, hanging threads latching to clothes and skin, stirring 
with breath and movement. A stray red string dangles at eye-level, tilting your head to the 
ceiling, towards a translucent street map, marking you in place and time and the dangling red 
threads implicate your own skin. The tack-a-tack of the sewing machine plays on, an 
accompaniment to the laboriousness of labor.  
     
 





Figure 2: By choosing Girl in Translation as the first narrative installation-goers experienced, I 
wanted to direct the arc of the installation in two specific ways. The first was to create a 
movement and argument through these narratives that went from the most curtailed, sterile, and 
oppressive representation of textile labor to the most creative, open, and generative possibilities 
of what that labor might be (and hopefully open out into the world possibilities for installation-
goers). The second reason for beginning with Jean Kwok’s novel was that her writing offers the 
clearest (and most discomforting) descriptions of sensory experiences in the sweatshop and how 
the skin and body is implicated in this type of labor. She writes, “After less than an hour in the 
factory, my pores were blotted with fabric dust. A net of red strands spread themselves across my 
arms so that when I tried to sweep myself clean with my hand, I created rolls of grime that 
tugged against the fine hairs on my skin” (32). By asking people to enter this space with red 
strands sweeping their skin, I wanted to bring a heightened awareness to the body. Further, by 
asking people to walk underneath street maps tracking the immigration arc of the story from 
Hong Kong to Chinatown in New York, I wanted to give people a sense of place. 
 
     
 




Once you decide that only an immersive art installation based on the adaptation of textile 
labor and its narrative influence from these novels and memoirs will do, it turns out there’s a lot 
to do. One of the most frustrating parts for me was actually accepting that I might need to call 
myself an artist (see below). And what this really manifested as was a several month period 
when I thought I might curate pieces related to these various narratives, removing my own hand 
and labor to whatever extent possible. If I could bring together altered skirts, other people’s 
narratives about clothing, and some interesting art weavings, perhaps I wouldn’t have to actually 
make (and therefore identify as a maker). 
What emerged was a particularly stubborn block and a concentrated feeling of sterility. 
Gathering untethered pieces from elsewhere felt like an erasure of labor rather than an 
exploration of it, a further silencing of the “women’s work” that these narratives are steeped in in 
the first place. As a procrastination technique (one of many), I found myself sewing rather 
obsessively. My mother taught me to sew clothing and follow patterns as a child, and I had 
recently taken it up again as a creative outlet. But by engaging with this labor, sitting before the 
sewing machine (albeit in a privileged, hobbyist position), making clothes that I could wear into 
the world and know that my hands had created, I felt more connected with the narratives of 
fabric and cloth in which I was already enmeshed. I started experimenting with making things 
that might go “around” my curated items. And then slowly the idea of curated items fell away 
entirely. 
While there were many failed experiments (an entire Thanksgiving holiday was spent 
embroidering a player piano roll that landed very resoundingly on the cutting room floor), one of 
the first pieces I started on, which began as simply a “think-piece,” not only proved to have 
staying power, but also served as my introduction to the fiercely repetitive bodily work that 
would be involved in this project. The eye strain and muscle ache and repetitive actions and 
     
 




tedium and time. All of which are integral to both the textile labor and the story-telling engrained 
in the narratives adapted to the installation. 
That first piece was the quilt described at the very top of this piece. The thing to realize is 
that it is made out of 900 squares of fabric, hand cut from scraps, pinned together in strips, and 
sewn somewhat precariously on a pretty cheap sewing machine. This is a process that is of 
course not at all foreign to actual quilters, but the sheer repetitiveness of it was new to me. 
So too with the embroidering of the phrases on the surface of the quilt face. There’s a 
cross stitch pattern popular on Etsy that warns (only somewhat tongue-in-cheek) “This is proof 
that I have the patience to stab something 1000 times.” For me, it was meant to be something of 
a sampler as I taught (re-taught? I knew some of this at one point in the past) myself a variety of 
embroidery stitches and so the consistent in/out of the needle and thread slowly became more 
natural, more customary, more memory-based and engrained in the muscle as time went on. 
Another early experiment in blending text and textile (and luckily another fruitful one) 
that was also a lesson in the implication of the body in making was the creation of paper fabric. 
Turning the page to garment and exploring/actualizing the marked physical, sensual comparisons 
between paper and cloth that beg to be made. Broad swaths and empty planes of possibility, a 
pungent ink smell (not to mention the possibility of ink on the fingers from handling both), a 
certain visceral satisfaction in tearing both page and bolt, the particles that emerge from each 
after tearing to mushroom up and catch the sunlight, even bolts of fabric in the store and spines 
of novels on the shelf share a solid roundness as you run your hands over them. 
X-acto knife in hand, I excised a few pages from a book of criticism that I will never read 
again (oops) and started dutifully stitching them together as I would any other piece of fabric—
right sides together, straight stitch, 5/8 inch seam. Only to discover that, fundamentally, putting a 
needle through a sheet of paper punctures it. You might even say it perforated it. And, 
     
 




shockingly, stiff sheets of paper sewn together only make a larger stiff sheet of paper. It certainly 
won’t bend to fit or cocoon the human form. In an effort to make paper less paper-y, I went back 
to my childhood and long afternoons in grade school willing shreds of lined notebook paper 
between my fingers to see how soft it would get before disintegrating. So I started crumpling and 
crumpling some more. Days of crumpling. And while I didn’t want to do it and it wasn’t a 
particularly enjoyable activity, it was a profoundly sensory process. Paper rustling for hours on 
end. Hand muscles tightening and aching. Huge amounts of paper dust catching the sunlight 
before I accidentally breathed them in. Minuscule paper cuts filled in with ink. And the slow 
transformation of each page into something else, something softer, something hybrid. 
 
     
 




Figure 3: The idea of making textile out of text and fabric out of paper took hold throughout the 
pages of Daisy Hernandez’s A Cup of Water Under My Bed. One intense moment of familial 
recognition in the memoir revolves around Daisy’s realization that her memory work in writing 
her own narrative is fundamentally linked to her mother’s tailoring and alteration work. In 
watching her mother take apart a skirt to alter it and in thinking about the code switching and 
translation that happens between what her mother understands she’s doing in Spanish versus how 
Daisy would talk about the process in English, Daisy comes to the conclusion that “It is what I 
am doing here right now, what I have been doing in all the pages before. I have the story, and I 
am turning it inside out, laying it down on the ironing board, taking it apart with silver dedos, 
desbaratandola so I can put it back together again the way I want, the way that makes sense 
now” (173). It’s this translational and transformational work that I want to suggest through not 
only the paper skirts (although making clothing out of the page is the most direct correlation), 
but also the defamiliarization of the page through paper garlands and textured paper walls. The 
inclusion of texture calls to the hand, calls for touch, even as Hernandez explores the role of the 
hand and dedos in sewing and writing. 
 
Eventually I experimented with eco-dying the paper first, heading out into the woods 
behind my house to gather bits and bobs of greenery and flowers. (Butterfly bushes will give 
saffron-colored splotches, there’s a fern that imprints beautifully, fossil-like on the page, and one 
mysterious bush that turns everything purple). These sheets still smell faintly of basil and catnip. 
To sew the fabric to cut to the skirt pattern and sew again, I layered the individual sheets 
into a patchwork, zig-zagging over the edges to create something stronger than perforated. Once 
the pattern pieces were cut, however, I still had to sew a straight stitch on the longest stitch 
     
 




setting, with only one shot at getting it right—no unpicking and redoing here. I ended up with 
four, very delicate paper skirts. 
*** 
Repetition of movement, the clatter of machines, needles moving at breakneck (puncture-
flesh) pace, strings and scraps floating to the floor, the collection of extras beneath the feet, the 
swish of fabric moving between machines, a constant onslaught of steam, shirt after shirt after 
shirt after seam after cut after pattern after hem after tag, foot on pedal, back c-curving, button 
on button, pocket on pocket, empty space for other legs, other arms. A collusion of bodies, 
threads, machines. Muscle memory stitched into the textile. Tedium stamped into the body. 
*** 
One of the fascinations that sewing, weaving, embroidery holds for me is that these acts 
have room for deeply creative work while being fundamentally repetitive–for good or ill, in 
different situations. While certainly it is the repetitiveness of the work, the grueling repeat of 
bodily motions in dust-laden, machine-punctuated, heat-boiled that so contributes to the 
alienation of labor, as well as the sheer tediousness of the work in that space, in other venues, the 
recurrence becomes a litany, a meditation. And in this meditative space, it’s possible to begin to 
reclaim the process of working with fabrics and textiles. Or at the very least, to highlight the 
implications of this repetition in an alienated space. 
The physical, repetitive labor of this project did not end with paper (although I did fold 
the pages of 30+ books for a textual wall and learned to make strings out of paper, which also 
required crumpling, followed by tying it together with half-hitch knots of embroidery thread for 
yards on yards). Given the oppressive, forced labor, criminal working conditions, and physical 
danger of garment factory work discussed in some of these narratives, it seemed important to 
explore the repetitive materiality of fast fashion. By disassembling pants, skirts, shirts, and 
     
 




jackets that had been gifted to me during this process by very generous friends, into a taxonomy 
of legs, sleeves, zippers, seams, waistbands, buttons, tags, etc., the discrete garment became 
exposed as a larger system of labor. Each piece was cut, stitched, ironed, clipped, checked, 
embellished, tagged, bagged, boxed, shipped…Gathering pieces of these garments together in a 
new garment highlighted and intensified the profusion of labor, the work that goes into garment 
production.  
It also meant quite a bit of work on my part. Of dresses entirely composed of seams, 
zippers, waistbands, and tags, the piece that will always be my favorite and the most frustrating 
is a dress entirely composed of buttons. The dress itself weighs almost 15 pounds. And is a riot 
of color, texture, and embellishment. It also took weeks to make.  
But that’s really not that different from the eight bodices made from my own body for 
garment display, composed of paper and fabric, the weavings that took a concerted back and 
forth and around effort, the embroidered music pages tracking French knots back and forth, or 
the cut paper patterns that grace the walls. The passage of time while making is more 
pronounced than in everyday life.  
*** 
     
 




Figure 4: The series of dresses I created in response to Girl in Translation were specifically 
meant to reorganize the fast fashion that inhabits our closets to illuminate the hidden 
repetitiveness and the unseen labor (as well as the excess) that go into large scale production. 
Kwok begins her description of the finishing process, “it included hanging, sorting, belting, tying 
sashes, buttoning, tagging and bagging each item. For all of this work, we were paid one and a 
half cents per skirt, two cents per pair of pants with a belt, and one cent for an upper garment” 
(166). She goes on to describe the main character’s strategies for decreasing the time it takes her 
to bag an item of clothing, the muscle memory that she acquires, and the brutal toll the repetition 
can take on her body. She also comes to equate the criminally low price of her labor with the 
price of everything else in her world, including a dictionary, which becomes her entrance into 
language and learning English. I combined the dissected, reported pieces of clothing with new 
paper textiles made from dictionary pages and individual entries to blur the lines between the 
     
 




labor explored in the novel, the equation of that labor with language, and the material 
consequences of repetition. 
 
The strains of the sewing machine begin to fade away, replaced by the repetition of 
something sharper—myriad scissors working their way to destruction and rebirth. Paper and 
fabric abound, cocoons of book pages making their way from ceiling to dress form and back 
again. Glance up and notice the ghostly figures handing from the ceiling, pattern pieces that 
flutter with each step, an odd nod to the body and its implications in the text. Scrap-created dress 
forms dwell below, gathering the remnants of other projects, other lives. The boldly colored 
forms contain more muted skirts that are themselves not fabric but paper, made soft through 
multiple touches and manipulations from multiple hands, died with ferns, butterfly bushes, and 
salvia, an archive of the landscape. Text becomes textile and back again in a process of taking 
apart and reassembly. 
*** 
We are still at a point in academia when relatively few people (particularly in the 
humanities) attend PhD programs without wanting to go into academia afterwards. The lure of 
tenure track positions and the romantic idea that you can spend your life working on passion 
projects and molding young minds in Dead Poet’s Society-like settings is too real a draw. And 
quickly uncovered as 99% fantasy. As tenure track jobs rapidly disappear and the work required 
by departments, marketability measures, and increasingly business-run universities creates 
redistributions of labor that fall on graduate and adjunct workforces, academic life begins to 
seem more and more precarious. This tenuousness is pushing more and more graduate students 
in programs like English to find alternative modes of using their training in rigorous, years-long, 
soul crushing degrees to other ends. And perhaps to maintain some sort of work-life balance. 
     
 




This turn to other venues for employment (alt/ac) has also been part of the impetuous for a push 
towards types of intellectual output other than the tradition dissertation, that proto-book that is 
meant to be the entrée to tenure-track jobs in the humanities. How else to prove your research 
street-cred? But if you’re not going “on the market” (how’s that for a loaded turn of phrase?) for 
those unicorn tenure-track jobs, then why produce 250 pages of literary criticism that probably 
only the five people on your committee will read?  
Hence the turn towards alternative dissertations. The push for alternative dissertations 
stems from several different impulses, including the idea that there are some types of research 
that are not suited to the monograph and are much more generative and approachable in a 
different format. There’s been a recent barrage of interest in the more creative dissertations that 
have been emerging, from comic books to rap albums to YouTube video series.  
 
These types of dissertations also specifically address a frustration with the dissertation 
that has little to do with the person who actually produced the dissertation, but with the audience. 
Who actually reads these things? Even a format (frequently followed in the sciences) that allows 
for a series of academic articles rather than a proto-book, gathers more reads, citations, and 
cross-references. If a major part of what a dissertation is is to both produce knowledge and share 
it, perhaps we can acknowledge that there are possibilities to create rigorous, though-provoking, 
and deeply academic projects that are also approachable, fun, interactive, and ongoing. My plan 
for my own art installation and this website is to continue to give this work life after my degree 
is over. Different iterations of exhibits and installations will reflect a continuous adaptation of 
my own thoughts and theories about textiles and texts in relation to audience response, 
conversations, new books, new technologies, and collaborations. 
     
 




There’s also a distinct strain of backlash against the traditional dissertation given the fact 
that many PhDs are choosing to (or only seeing the option to) go into a field outside of academia 
after graduation. Job opportunities, particularly in the humanities, are continuing to disappear, 
and many doctoral students–myself included–are unwilling to commit to such a tenuous tenure 
track rat race. Alt/ac might be better served by an alt/diss. In my case, the specific push towards 
creating an alternative dissertation was prompted by the realization that I really wasn’t interested 
in a tenure track job. While I’m still sussing out exactly what I want to do at the end of this 
process and this degree, I’m willing to bet that putting out a 250 or 300 page product is not 
necessarily going to be a particularly salient skill. There’s certainly an argument to be made for 
the rigor, research, and attention, as well as the writing itself, as being marketable skills, but the 
leap to job description qualifications can still be pretty substantial. Looking towards 
communications jobs for example, the idea that I have discrete and somewhat more approachable 
(while still academic-y, I know) writing samples to point to, efforts toward marketing my own 
work, and proven experience navigating university systems and translating scholarly research for 
different audiences makes a lot more immediate sense. 
And what’s more immediate than an art installation? 
*** 
When you have no idea what you’re doing everything is on the table. It also means that 
you have no idea how anything actually works. My first, dry-run, test-case installation was at 
Fair Game Tasting Room in Pittsboro, North Carolina. It was a single night event, open to 
friends, family, colleagues, and anyone else who might wander in (although given the nature of 
the tasting room and the fact that it had never held an art installation before, people who 
wandered in were thoroughly confused at the transformation—especially when actually looking 
     
 




for the bathroom). What I quickly learned was that the logistics of an installation are always 
tricky, but they are acutely so in a place that is not really meant for an installation. 
I found Fair Game this summer when I attended an event near it called “Think Again: 
Fashion, Fiber & Farming,” hosted by Abundance, NC. The outdoor festival brought together 
local fiber producers (cotton, hemp, sheep wool, angora, etc.) and cottage production industries 
(weavers, spinners, dyers) with artists, designers, and vendors. I loved it (not least because of the 
libations provided by Fair Game)—the idea of a place like the center of North Carolina with its 
rich, and sometimes environmentally problematic, textile history making a concerted turn to a 
sustainable continuity of textile tradition. It also put The Plant (an old bio-fuel plant in the slow, 
grinding process of becoming a restaurant/distillery/organic farming/non-profit outpost of 
downtown Pittsboro) on my map.  
When it came time to figure out who might possibly host my currently half-conceived 
project on a wing and a prayer, I sent the email off into the ether, directed at The Plant. It seems 
that email got passed around until it landed in the inbox of one Lyle Estill, the force behind Fair 
Game as well as general make-it-go man for all of The Plant. He also happens to be a former 
metal sculptor with long ties to the arts, installations, and making these types of things go as 
well. And this became particularly important when I reached one critical moment in this whole 
process: claiming to be an artist. 
     
 





Figure 5: While arguing for an alternative dissertation instead of a more traditional academic 
output (mostly with myself), the case studies of each of the daughters from Ntozake Shange’s 
Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo became particularly instructive. Although much of my work 
around this novel revolved around Sassafrass’s weaving when she “should” be writing, each of 
the daughters takes a form of “what’s done” in a creative sphere and makes it her own. Indigo 
eschews sheet music to play on the violin what she hears in the world and Cypress translates her 
traditional ballet training to contemporary dance troupes. By French knotting and backlighting 
another “quilt” of music pages, I not only complicate and make textile the written, codified 
language of sheet music, but also suggest the hop-skip of dance steps across the page. This quilt 
also asks to be read, but a traditional reading of the page is interrupted by the line and texture of 
the thread. 
  
While graduate school itself is certainly set up to encourage imposter syndrome and 
feelings of inadequacy, the decision to craft an art installation full of things you’ve made 
     
 




yourself when you have no formal training or verification past middle school art classes takes the 
nerve-wracking question of intellectual bona fides up a level. Or at least it did for me. I’ve spent 
months involved in conversations about my dissertation project where I’ve skirted around the 
term “artist,” instead suggesting that I’m “making things” (which of course bring up a whole 
artist vs. maker hierarchy) or that I’m “putting together” a space in response to various 
narratives. This reluctance to use the term art or artist drove my family and friends nuts as they 
repeatedly used these terms themselves for me and my work.  
But this project has been an isolating one. Distanced from my graduate school peers who 
are working on vastly different projects with different concerns, anxieties, deadlines, and 
measures of success; outside of arts communities that I at least felt would look down on the idea 
of adaptation from someone from a different discipline—and someone untrained in any sort of 
specifically artistic discipline. While graduate students writing traditional dissertations are 
frequently working alone and writing in solitude, there is nonetheless a whole host of other 
graduate students out there in the world also working alone to produce a monograph. My sewing 
and experimentation in my ad hoc studio felt thoroughly alien from that type of work. And, 
crucially, it was without realtime feedback. My husband, parents, and friends were all extremely 
supportive of and complimentary about my work (although my mother couldn’t quite figure out 
what it was for a while). But without the validation of a larger community, or even of my 
committee (it’s hard to get feedback on the intellectual appropriateness of a single weaving 
without the context of the rest of the exhibit, when so much hinges on space), it felt a little shot-
in-the-dark. 
And so I toiled away, unwilling to call myself an artist and feeling more and more panic 
as the date to open at Fair Game neared.  
     
 




Two things changed. 1. The installation at Fair Game happened, and it was a success. 2. I 
was offered an artist residency at GreenHill Center for North Carolina Arts. In fact, I’m writing 
this piece from GreenHill, having installed my installation and taken up some new weavings. 
These two moments of both putting my work, whole for the first time, out into the world and 
receiving word back from the world have been integral to being able to continue the project. It’s 
been validation, yes, but also a reaching out into the world, a web of connections between 
communities and art, that has penetrated the bubble of isolation in which I was working for 
nearly a year.  
I call myself an artist now. 
*** 
At first the new space feels silent, a breath of relief from scissors and sewing machines. 
Then a slow creep of a different noise. More natural, softer, rounder, emerging from the walls. 
Crickets. Frogs. From the profusion of paper emerges something more bare, more stark. Paper 
lines one wall, but instead of book pages, a new mark, a new text appears. Music notes 
punctuated by embroidered French knots, making a strange hop-step across the patchworked 
pages. On the opposite wall, flat panels. At last, something that actually looks and hangs like art. 
But instead of tightly woven strings, textures of roving, paper-made yarn, recycled yarn, tassels 
of wax fabric. A riot of color and texture—gestures towards the figural, never quite 
representational. Curves and diagonals inhabit the same pieces shifting color and texture up and 
down the weavings, holding together warp and weft. Soumak, fringe, pile, braid. Woven 
materials and woven memory. 
     
 






Figure 6: In an extended poetic meditation on the interlineations between her weaving, a 
tradition of women weaving, and the memory-based sensations that textile work evokes for her 
(in contrast to the fatigue that writing causes her), Sassafrass reflects that “making cloth was the 
only tradition [she] inherited that gave her a sense of womanhood that was rich and sensuous, not 
tired and stingy” (Shange 92). These weavings are created from recycled and unexpected 
materials so that they center around texture, a sense of place, and the connection between the 
warp and weft of textiles and the warp and weft of a narrative. Each weaving includes West 
African wax fabric, un-spun roving, and recycled yarn, but it also includes some paper element 
made into string. Page-made-yarn alternately functions as the weft threads running horizontally 
     
 




in a pattern, a textural weft that asks to be touched, and the warp threads that form the foundation 
of the textile.  
 
Four people. One U-Haul. Eight hours. Bags of staple guns, thumbtacks, hot glue, tape, 
sewing pins, books, patterns, yarn, thread, grommets, hammers. 
We made it. 
While I’m now in my second installation (and the whole thing went much smoother, 
thank you), the first installation at Fair Game was, quite honestly, the first time that all of the 
individual things had been put together into an actual experience outside of my own moth-ball 
ridden head. 
I will be upfront–this was a terrifying process. I wrote earlier about the difficulties of 
claiming to be an artist, particularly as part of an English dissertation. But the thought that, after 
a solid year of work, individual pieces and ideas are supposed to come together to create a 
cohesive experience in front of actual people is definitely something that kept me up at night. 
And while everything was “done” coming into the event, the odds and ends of “finishing” 
(transferring recordings, gathering hangers, tucking in strings, adding one more wall covering, 
printing the brochures) started to snowball as the day came closer. 
 
Also, three–even small–rooms full of stuff is a lot of stuff to transport. 
So I rented a U-Haul and brought in reinforcements. At 8:30 on a Saturday morning, my 
husband, my mom, a family friend, and I started the trek to Pittsboro. You never realize how bad 
your roads are until you have a year’s worth of somewhat delicate work in the back of a truck 
without much suspension. When we made it to Fair Game, we were greeted with rooms that 
     
 




looked even less like gallery spaces than they had when I had last been to the space. So with 
plenty of coffee and a solid deadline, we unloaded and went to work. 
One of the things that I hadn’t really anticipated in that first walk through before 
everyone came, despite having written about it in the past months, is just how much this 
installation and my thinking about these texts really is about repetition, pattern, and texture. 
Which of course are all things that play out in different ways in narratives and in story-telling. 
But the extent to which my putting together of pieces really hinges on a layered thinking of 
materials and sensory experiences is something that didn’t come out when individuals pieces 
were being stored, one-by-one, in the shed, but that emerged as I started crafting a more cohesive 
experience. Going back to Daisy Hernandez, it’s not just the process of writing and sewing that 
takes apart memories and pieces of skirts reexamine them and stitch them back together in ways 
that make sense now, but this installation process. 
I learned at lot of things at the first installation. Hot glue fixes everything. You cannot 
control whether or how much people will read handouts. Things fall over in moving vans. When 
you’re working with paper, sometimes things tear in the process, and that’s got to be okay. The 
soundtracks were really what made the experience immersive. Bring everything; you never know 
what might be useful in an odd corner or to cover a wall. Venues that allow you to do something 
else other than simply, “seriously” look at the art can take off a lot of the pressure. Have people 
around you whose advice and guidance you trust and value—listen to them. But don’t lose sight 
of your own vision. 
That first installation was a whirlwind. The second installation as part of my artist 
residency has been a very different experience. At Fair Game, I was only concerned with getting 
it in and getting it out. But the second installation at GreenHill has been much calmer—ten days, 
time to work, time to go to events, and time to think about how people are interacting with the 
     
 




space and what that means in terms of a dissertation. GreenHill is an interesting venue because it 
does these pop-up artist residencies, but it also has a full gallery, a shop, and educational 
programs for kids. And so I have spent the past ten days watching a wide array of people mill 
through the installation. Every adult who comes and and talks to me and watches me work (I’m 
supposed to be writing, but find myself drawn back to the loom a la Sassafrass, Cypress & 
Indigo) has a connection with sewing, weaving, or crochet. One woman owned an atelier in New 
York for years and continues to design part time. Another woman’s husband has spent his entire 
career repairing industrial looms (North Carolina has a long and storied textile history). Another 
woman (interesting that they’re all women) spent most of her life as a children’s librarian and 
has a 50-year collection of children’s books that have to do with knitting. And as I sit here 
writing, a young woman just came in to take selfies in one of the spaces so that she was 
surrounded by cascading book pages.  
But the children come in too, singly and in big groups. GreenHill has taken my 
installation and created a whole curriculum of arts projects for small children based off the idea 
that art is composed of interesting textures, art can be made out of everyday objects, art can tell a 
story, art can be wearable, art can be comforting. I’ve gotten to listen to kids realize that the 
walls are made of books and that they can touch the inside of a sewing machine. And I get to see 
the folded paper chains they make or the weavings they do.  
This connection in making and in stories is at the heart of the narratives that drove this 
project, but have also become what is sustaining me during it. It’s only in this format that I could 
be getting these interactions—the public-facing nature of the project has been uncomfortable, 
anxiety-producing, and exhausting. But it has also been, even as making was meant to be an 
alternative form of knowledge production and adaptation was meant to be an alternative means 
     
 




of theorizing narratives, an alternative way of collaborating to produce and share stories, skills, 
and memories.  
*** 
The last hurdle of this process was the final installation of “Fabric Thinking” and my 
dissertation defense. Culture Mill is a small performing arts laboratory and community meeting 
space in downtown Saxapahaw, North Carolina. Created by choreographers, Culture Mill hosts 
educational programs, invites artists to collaborate and innovate in the space and in the area, 
crafts immersive movement and sound-based experiences, holds workshops to articulate value in 
the arts. I happened upon the space because Saxapahaw (like much of central North Carolina) 
boasts a rich textile history. Even now, Culture Mill overlooks the Haw River and the old cotton 
mill and textile factories that relied on it. Granted, these warehouses and industrial buildings 
have been turned into swanky apartments, music venues, breweries, and coffee shops. But that 
felt legacy of textile work in a location that was built on textile labor seemed appropriate for an 
exhibit focusing on exactly that type of labor (albeit generally in a different time and place). 
Even the transformation of the former textile town into an enclave of slightly self-satisfied 
middle class hipster-ness held uncomfortable but rich resonances for the idea of bringing textile 
labor to the fore in the privileged space of an art gallery (see below).  
The defense itself was scheduled for a Friday afternoon (somewhat clandestinely off 
campus and at Culture Mill) and I had access to the space on Friday morning. Another 
overwhelmingly rushed install day, although the actual process of installation got much smoother 
on each go-around. The only real question became whether some of the more delicate pieces like 
the paper skirts would survive one more U-Haul ride and one more display. They were looking a 
little the worse for wear. My mother, husband, and I got everything in and up with the help of 
some creative taping to be ready for the defense in the early afternoon. 
     
 




My committee members arrived an hour early to be able to walk through the installation 
and ask questions before the defense itself began. And a defense itself for a non-traditional 
dissertation was a bit of an unknown quantity. The questions and concerns manifested in a 
number of different ways: the privileged space of the art gallery and how it relates to the 
mediation of working class narratives; the relationship between language, narrative, and 
materiality; the immediacy or distance of an art installation; how the different media in this 
project might either rely on each other or stand alone.  
 The conversation was bookended by what were, for me, two of the most driving 
questions of the project: 1. What work does that privileged space of the art gallery do to further 
or curtail your project? And 2. What types of knowledge does your project (and each constitutive 
piece of your projects) create? 
 The first question is one that I’ve had to grapple with over the course of this project. 
Because much of what interests me in the narratives themselves is the tension between categories 
such as art and craft—among other distinctions, all of which hinge on the line between insider 
and outsider—the spaces of art galleries or art venues such as GreenHill and Culture Mill 
become a fraught question. The reality is that these art-based spaces frequently (although not 
always) are most accessible to and most geared toward middle-class patrons. In terms of thinking 
about access, this dividing line is problematic enough when thinking about making humanities 
work, particularly, more public facing. Beyond that, however, is the more pointed question in my 
project of representing and interpreting narratives of textile workers who are themselves working 
class (or in the case of Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo, at least not wealthy). By then staging these 
scenes through an installation in a space that might in many ways only enable access to middle 
class attendees, what work is the installation itself doing?  
     
 




 It’s an uncomfortable position, and it has been difficult to grapple with throughout the 
project. One related question that came up in my defense was whether part of my project was as 
a mediating or translating role between classes, particularly. There may well be an element of 
that, but the idea strikes me as somewhat appropriative, even as I have attempted to articulate the 
way in which many of us, particularly those who have roots in the U.S. South and its textile 
industry, are a part of these same narratives and have these types of narratives in our own 
histories. The question of place, however, became a more compelling twist for the question 
moving forward with the conversation. Even given my small sample size of three locations, it 
became clear to me over the course of installing and hosting events that context matters, even in 
these seemingly intractable conversations about class (or race, or immigrant status) translation or 
mediation. Placing the installation in an arts venue in an old textile mill town in North Carolina 
will elicit different responses (and different crowds) than hosting it in a distillery where it is open 
to people walking through. Both of which are completely different from something placed in 
New York City or an outdoor venue in Illinois.  
 I mentioned these shifting responses earlier in this essay, and the opportunity to interact 
with individuals and families as they experienced the installation was one of my favorite parts of 
the process. In truth, if I were beginning the project again today, I would have found a way to 
highlight these voices—a recording booth or a place for written interaction. My experience on 
the other side of the curtain was as a repository for people’s memories and stories as they were 
elicited by the installation (which often had nothing to do with the narratives with which I 
began). I suspect that these stories would vary widely by geographic location, type of space, and 
even type of event, but I believe that the lost opportunity of the collection of these stories and the 
community they brought forward among people who spoke with me would have been a valuable 
addition to the knowledge created.  
     
 




 The second question above has to do with the knowledge (and various knowledges) 
created in my project. Beginning from the question of whether each piece of my project 
(installation, blog, these articles) needed to be considered in conjunction with the other two 
pieces, it soon became clear that while that might be the intellectual ideal, there’s no controlling 
what pieces of this project any one person might see (connected, perhaps, to the context 
discussion above). And really, even from the beginning each of these pieces was designed to 
speak to a different audience and to, therefore, produce different knowledges. The blog is most 
accurately a log of my work and thought process throughout the project. Its primary audience is, 
to my mind, other PhD students who might be interested in doing this type of work (or some 
other type of alt/diss work). The two articles, are slightly different in scope and prospective 
readers. This article, less formal, more personal, is also written for a general (probably academic) 
audience as something of a handbook. The literary article is written for an academic audience, 
specifically making an argument about how multiply marginalized and silenced individuals use 
textile work as a form of speech and alternative knowledge production. The installation has a 
somewhat squishier audience, as evidenced by the strange confluence of people who actually 
saw it, but was much more concretely meant to theorize changing language into materiality. 
 Given the conversation at the defense, the energy I got from the installations, and the 
reactions I got from attendees, I’m ready to figure out what comes next and to explore avenues 
for future work. 
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“Memories are like thread”: Blending Text and Textile in Girl in Translation, A Cup 
of Water Under My Bed, and Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo1 
In Girl in Translation, A Cup of Water Under My Bed, and Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo, 
textile work is always present and always connected, in some way, with language and writing. 
The labor is sometimes lurking, sometimes oppressive, sometimes liberating, sometimes 
personal, sometimes fully anonymous. But hands (and particularly women’s hands) working 
with cloth are shot through these works, structuring the stories and structuring families. In these 
narratives of families, labor, and generational inheritance, we might read the textiles that are 
spun out into the texts of the narratives as the repositories of memory. This is nothing new—the 
historic links between texts and textiles have been discussed in a variety of ways. We can 
certainly look at recent renewed interest in quilts (and particularly Elaine Showalter’s connection 
between the process of piecing quilts and the process of writing narratives), as one example, as a 
preoccupation with how textiles hold stories and hold memory. What Girl in Translation, A Cup 
                                                          
1 Portions of this article previously appeared as blog posts on my accompanying website. The original citations are 
as follows:  
George-Waterfield, Sarah. “Girl in Translation Pt. I: Clothing the Self.” Fabric Thinking, 1 May 2018, 
https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2018/05/01/girl-in-translation-pt-i-clothing-the-self/. 
--. “Girl in Translation, Pt. ii: Defining the Sweatshop, Inhabiting the Space.” Fabric Thinking, 9 May 2018, 
https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2018/05/09/girl-in-translation-pt-ii-defining-the-sweatshop-
inhabiting-the-space/. 
--. “Girl in Translation, Pt. iii: Skirts for Subjecthood.” Fabric Thinking, 4 June 2018, 
https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2018/06/04/skirts-for-subjecthood/. 
--. “Girl in Translation, Pt. iv: Cycles of Memory.” Fabric Thinking, 14 June 2018, 
https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2018/06/14/girl-in-translation-pt-iv-cycles-of-memory/. 
--. “Girl in Translation, Pt. v: Muscle Memory.” Fabric Thinking, 19 June 2018, 
https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2018/06/19/girl-in-translation-pt-v-muscle-memory/. 
--. “Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo, Pt. i: On Choosing Repetition.” Fabric Thinking, 10 July 2018, 
https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2018/07/10/sassafrass-cypress-indigo-pt-i-on-choosing-repetition/. 
 
     
 




of Water Under My Bed, and Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo do, however, is to push us to look 
beyond the product of the finished garment, the altered attire, or the hung weaving to think about 
the embodiment of the textile labor itself and how the physical, tedious, repetitive (and 
sometimes generative) actions of an individual or group, the choreography of textile production, 
open up or foreclose creative production in conjunction with writing and constitute their own 
form of knowledge production. 
The materiality of material and fabric merges the tactile with the visual through textiles, 
creating a complexity of cloth and a tenuous conversation of individual and cultural bodies. 
Intimately related to the idea of clothing and fabric as conduits for memory is the 
designation of textile as a material object. In much of the work that discusses the material culture 
of textiles, the arguments pivot around the ability of cloth and clothing to become imbued in 
their very stuffness with the presence of another. This oscillation between visual medium, tactile 
object, and symbolic marker gives fabric a complicated place in the world of material culture and 
makes it ripe for considering the specific interaction of the human with the object and solidifying 
“the strangely eccentric, uncannily central significance of cloth in our culture” (Pajaczkowska 
225). Fundamentally, the creation of, working with, and exchange/wearing of fabric and clothing 
are all reliant on the idea of intimacy. The different possibilities and processes of working with 
and passing on fabric revolve around the idea of intimacy in different ways. Catherine Dormor 
suggests that these possibilities hinge on the idea “that the final result, be it patchwork, artwork 
or text (or indeed a combination of all three) is only part of the wider activity that surrounds 
it...the process of fabrication (of an artwork) cannot, and must not, be separated from the 
significance of the work” (2). I would extend this idea to all the textile products created in these 
narratives, which rely on the intimacy of women, as garment work brings women together in the 
     
 




factories, as mending and sewing bring together women in the home, as weaving and dying are 
frequently communal activities, as mothers and daughters exchange clothes, as writing about 
clothing and sewing broadcasts out into the world and brings people close together. Further, the 
tasks of collecting and producing raw materials, weaving, dying, adorning, sewing, and 
laundering are manual tasks, often marking, piercing, and callusing the skin. And of course, 
clothing itself is in intimate contact with the body, an idea that has specific ramifications in terms 
of memory production and personal embodiment. 
Generally written by and depicting marginalized racial, ethnic, and national communities 
as they interact with fabric and clothing, these narratives point to the continued collusion of a 
neoliberal system of globalization that systematically marginalizes various groups of workers 
and types of work and the erasure of narratives of particular bodies as they engage in this work. 
At the same time, however, these narratives also explore the intimate, ultimately sensory 
possibilities of fabric and sewing, the experience of wearing clothes, feeling the warp and weft, 
smelling the dye, contorting and using the body, scratching the stitches, hearing the swish of 
fabric, remembering the body in clothing, the process of creation, the other bodies and hands that 
have interacted with the fabric—the haunting of the object.  
Intimately related to the idea of clothing and fabric as conduits for memory is the 
designation of textile as a material object. In thinking about the object-ness of textiles and the 
processes by which they come to circulate in the market, it’s also important to recognize the 
extent to which recent feminist theories think about bodies, reevaluating a body/mind dualism 
that might be linked to an object/subject dualism (Ahmed and Stacey 8). Indeed, textile is 
frequently discussed as intimately involved with the body as “the particular role that textile plays 
in mediating between the body and the built environment—the way that textile as skin or 
     
 




membrane provides on the one hand a very real, tangible point of contact and material boundary 
and on the other had a more ambiguous metaphorical boundary between self and ‘not self’--and 
also of course, which is crucial to this relationship, the importance of tactility and continuity of 
touch” (Bristow 46). In much of the work that discusses the material culture of textiles, the 
arguments pivot around the ability of cloth and clothing to become imbued in their very stuffness 
with the presence of the human, provoking questions of how human/cloth interactions act on 
both humans and material. 
In their introduction to the collection Clothing as Material Culture, Daniel Miller and 
Susanne Kuchler highlight the way an individual’s and community’s cosmology “is often 
formulated through the making, wearing, displaying and destruction of fibers. The complexity of 
all manner of relationships is understood through the idiom of fiber and cloth, which is not 
therefore to be understood as representation or metaphor, but is that from which those 
understandings and expectations are woven” (10). In this way, cloth moves away from the text 
and becomes entangled in a distinct way of being in the world, an interaction with bodies in 
processes of making, distributing, and experiencing cloth and clothing that is intimately tied to 
what is considered real in the world. The ontologies that they introduce are specifically 
structured around fabric. Thus, they are able to write that textile is “a form of everyday 
experience” (14) that allows visceral connections to humans and communities and creates 
connections between people and the very stuff of culture.  
The structure of fabric itself and the various ways in which it is and can be used provide 
an evocative theoretical framework for thinking through how narratives of women working with 
fabric might be conceptualized. The idea of the warp and the weft in loomed fabric is useful for 
thinking through the interlineations of various narratives and how these narratives might cross 
     
 




with each other to form a more complete matrix. Various works (e.g., Kruger, Araujo, Dormor, 
Pajaczkowska) approach the way in which the woven nature of fabric allows for a particular type 
of thinking and writing, invading our language and calling on a host of stories and narratives 
about weaving from the beginning of civilization.Other steps in the process of creating and using 
fabric, however, also play into a more general fabric thinking as I am attempting to theorize it in 
this process. The historical trajectory of embroidery, for example, suggests both alternative 
possibilities for female writing and écriture féminine (Parker 11). It also evokes the historical 
delineations between art and craft, a discussion that actively silences the feminine pattern-
follower in favor of the male artist. Even as that silencing happens, however, the narratives with 
which I engage in this project suggest the possibilities for resistance and subversion to this 
silencing through the act of “craft” itself. In sewing, too, we encounter the process of making, 
but also the possibilities for alternative and silenced speech. The structure of sewn garments, for 
example, always already relies on the inclusion of an unseen seam, which also brings disparate 
pieces together, creating a borderland, a margin (Dormor).  
Kwok’s, Hernandez’s, and Shange’s texts engage with another type of archive, another 
type of silence in the record. These industrial and domestic labors (particularly by women of 
color, immigrant women, and women from elsewhere) are systematically marginalized, as are 
the bodily sensations with which one might be able to best understand the powerful possibilities 
these moments hold in thinking through narratives and histories of diaspora and return, racialized 
labor, and kinship bounds. Frequently paired together in the same text, industrial fabric 
production or garment shop labor and home-based, small-scale, family- and community-centric 
sewing, weaving, dying, embroidery, or laundry, are two sides of a doubly unrecognized and 
unspoken labor force: marginalized women working with textiles in the family and in the world. 
     
 




By writing these narratives (using an archival, textual mode of communication to write about 
fabric making and manipulation as it in turn interacts with other forms of archives), these authors 
raise up textile work, sewing, crafting, mending, weaving, as a viable alternative model for and 
path to knowledge production. By taking over the pen to write these works that follow the thread 
of different types of textile work, the goal and effect is not to devalue writing as a path to 
memory, story-telling, and knowledge production, but to suggest that there might be other, 
legitimate ways to pass on a legacy. By making textile work pivotal to their story telling, 
weaving it into meditations on family and inheritance, belonging, home, and memory, these 
authors and these narratives directly confront and (to varying degrees) unsettle hierarchies of 
art/craft, writing/making, male/female, mind/body, public/private, self/other. In destabilizing 
these normative pairings by dwelling with female bodes at work with fiber and fabric, these 
authors relocate the archive, redefine whose voices are heard, and continually recreate the 
repertoire in new products of memory. 
Jean Kwok’s Girl in Translation follows a girl, Kim, and her recently widowed mother 
who have immigrated to the United States from Hong Kong and find themselves coerced into 
working in a sweatshop. Even as the garment factory labor done by Kim and her mother here is 
back-breaking, oppressive, criminally underpaid, and dangerous, it provides an entrance into 
America, a surrogate family on the factory floor, a new understanding of the body for both 
mother and daughter, and enough money to buy a dictionary. While there is a strong and 
pervasive tradition of thinking about the presence of textile work and the relationships that are 
formed through that type of work, the giving and receiving of knowledge and textiles, and the 
binding nature of cloth as positive, feminist, and generative. But when we think about the 
unspoken and unrecognized populations who work with fabric, or even interact with fabric 
     
 




without this privileged, reclaimed, female-centric status, this isn’t always the case–and we can 
see this throughout the space of the sweatshop and the type of labor performed there in Girl in 
Translation. 
We are obviously consistently in a fabric- and textile-filled space of the sweatshop 
throughout Girl in Translation, and there are three distinct moments where we are introduced to 
the cyclical nature of the work and the gyre of textile labor that, under this system, creates an 
inescapable path, a different type of legacy. Each of these instances is increasingly personal, 
moving closer to the narrator, Kim, and consequently towards us as readers. At the very 
beginning of the novel, Kwok gives us a vignette composed of an unnamed woman and a child, 
working in a bridal shop. Although we are meant to feel this woman as potentially a grown-up 
version of Kim over the course of the novel, we don’t learn who the woman, the narrator for just 
this section, is until the end of the novel. At the moment of narration, we encounter a stranger, an 
unknown narrator, reflecting on the passing on of a life from mother to child: 
From my position outside the window of the bridal shop now, I can see the little girl 
sitting quietly at the mannequin’s feet, eyes shut, the heavy folds of falling fabric closing 
her in, and I think, This isn’t the life I wanted for my child. I know how it will go: she 
already spends all of her time after school at the shop, helping with small tasks like 
sorting beads; later, she will learn to sew by hand and then on the machines until, finally, 
she can take over some of the embroidery and finishing work, and then she too will spend 
her days and weekends bent over the unending yards of fabric. (1) 
 
In this moment, the legacy of working with fabric is one that is limiting, enclosing, and 
claustrophobic. The arc of the life the narrator outlines for her child seems inevitable, 
backbreaking, and the only thing that she sees to be able to give her child in this moment. 
In the sweatshop, whole families labor together in different parts of the factory. In the 
almost still-life-like descriptions of workers and work offered at various points in the novel, 
Kwok specifically gives a more personal vision of this narrative and life arc available as a 
     
 




garment worker. We are now dealing with more or less known individuals, but through a 
somewhat distanced look at the cycle in its entirety (or at least the place where the circles join 
together): “A combination of very old ladies and young children were crowded around it, 
clipping all the extraneous threads off the sewn garments…’They enter at this table as children 
and they leave from it as grandmas,’ Aunt Paula said with a wink. ‘The circle of factory life'” 
(31). The inevitability and repetitiveness of this cycle plays out in a single space. 
Ana Araujo writes convincingly of the influence of repetition in working with textiles 
and fabrics, suggesting that the consistent rhythm and movement of this type of work 
simultaneously moves the fabricator towards progression and life and regression and death. 
Although she writes primarily toward a domestic, home-based understanding of pattern, her 
understanding of the circling towards death seems to nonetheless hold for the circle of life that 
operate in Kwok’s depiction of the sweatshop: 
Perplexingly, the same repetitive movements that safeguard the continuation of life also 
determine that all living cycles must at some point come to an end. This tendency toward 
death is, all the same, still ultimately oriented toward conservation, for, as we may 
conclude from observing nature, the death of an individual organism constitutes a sine 
qua non condition for the general maintenance of life cycles. (195) 
 
As we continue through these instances of repetition, of inevitability and ruttedness that a life of 
sweatshop labor or garment labor entails, the rhetoric becomes increasingly circumscribed. In the 
most personal of these interactions, Kim’s own mother is explicit about the sacrifice that she has 
made, becoming stuck in this life: “‘Most people never leave this life. It’s probably too late for 
me. My days of being a refined music teacher are over.’ At my stricken look, she hastened to 
reassure me. ‘That’s all right. That’s what a parent is for, to do whatever is necessary to give her 
child a good life'” (50). The clear upward trajectory of Kim’s life, however, throughout the novel 
     
 




means that, although she will have been steeped in labor and its tradition of trapping whole 
families in its spiral, she will inevitably break that tradition. 
Outside of the coming-of-age narrative arc that suggests that Kim will finally break the 
familial legacy of the sweatshop (although this was always complicated because she came into 
that space and that cycle later, rather than actually being born into it–she was always on a 
somewhat parallel trajectory), we might also think about the specific ways that a sweatshop or 
garment factory might interact with fabric that is different from the rosy, memory-laden 
possibilities of other narratives and how this cycle tends toward death. In “Memory and 
Objects,” Juliet Ash writes of how clothing gets imbued with memory: 
Clothes, their smell and texture, remind the spectator of the past presence of the person to 
whom they belonged, their inhabiting them, a moment when they wore them–or a 
moment in which they removed the item of clothing. The garment becomes imbued with 
the essence of the person, but although the instigating of the memory (like a dream 
manifestation of the dead) can be reassuring, it can also be disquieting. (378) 
 
We might, then, argue that the specific interactions with fabric that are foreclosed by the fact that 
this fabric and these clothes are unworn, unused, and anonymous mean that the memory 
possibilities are an absence, a void. 
 While it’s important to highlight the backdrop of space and the particular difficulties 
sweatshop labor and products present to the type of knowledge production and communication 
that I want to argue for in this paper by focusing specifically on the confluence of family, 
memory, and narrative within the space of the sweatshop, the nature of the work in the 
sweatshop kept truncating any argument that I wanted to make about some sort of generative 
family legacy. Although there was certainly repetition and a familial cycle of labor happening in 
the garment factory, it repeatedly felt sterile. Circling back around to where I began on the idea 
of and space of the sweatshop, I want to think more narrowly about the body in relation to fabric 
     
 




within those walls. The limited view of repetition and ritual that I started with, which takes a 
rosy view of how bodies and generations interact with fabric and tell stories about the work and 
their relationship with it and each other (although relevant in other stories) is stunted and perhaps 
impossible in the space of the sweatshop. 
In Kwok’s narrative, the locus of memory in relation to fabric is not in the garment itself, 
as we might expect it if the clothes were worn, imbued with the body, linked to places, events, 
and identities, but in the conscripted bodies of these workers themselves. What becomes clear 
through the vivid, sensory-based descriptions of the sweatshop that Kwok offers is that the 
physicality of working with fabric in the sweatshop creates a body that becomes the repository of 
labor, a body that is itself changed because of the demands of the factory. Kwok’s descriptions of 
the sweatshop periodically return the reader to a highly sensory realm–one that is frenetic, 
always dangerous, and othered from our daily existence and experience of our bodies and the 
spaces around us. The soundtrack of the factory is “…the unrelenting rhythm of the sewing 
machine” (2). We come to understand that rhythm as enforced on our hearts, imparting the 
urgency of the space, the demand for filling orders on time, and the possibility for slamming a 
hand in the industrial iron (which happens almost un-remarked-upon). 
The very first description of Aunt Paula’s factory immediately shoves both Kim and the 
reader into a claustrophobic space of sensory overload: “When Ma pushed open the metal door 
of the factory, the heat rushed out and wrapped itself around me like a fist. The air was thick and 
tasted of metal. I was deafened by the roar of a hundred Singer sewing machines” (29). All 
possibilities for a self outside of the noise, movement, and heat are thrust out of the body to be 
replaced by the unrelenting demands of the space. Indeed, the body itself becomes invaded. 
     
 




Kim goes on to narrate that “After less than an hour in the factory, my pores were blotted with 
fabric dust. A new of red strand spread themselves across my arms so that when I tried to sweep 
myself clean with my hand, I created rolls of grime that tugged against the fine hairs on my skin” 
(32). In the factory itself, as women inhale fabric dust into their bodies, turn and twist their backs 
to work with dangerous machinery, and are locked into a cycle of labor that can become deadly 
itself, the violence enacted on the body becomes clear. Kwok employs a clear language of 
invasion here, driving home in a what at first seems a somewhat innocuous description of hard 
work and bad working conditions, the idea that in the space of the sweatshop, one’s labor is 
certainly not one’s own, but one’s body is not even sovereign either. It is instead subject to 
advancing platoons of dust, and string through the border of your body, the skin. 
This language of invasion, of forced entry and perhaps uncomfortable mingling beyond 
boundaries brings us back again to the way that immigration and garment work are inextricably 
linked in this (among others–Desert Blood and Real Women Have Curves, for example) 
narrative. Everyone that we seem working at Aunt Paula’s factory is a first (at the very most 
second) generation immigrant, primarily from Hong Kong. These narratives suggest that the flow 
of people in relation to garment work, certainly, happens in multiple directions, and that the 
narratives that these flows make possible highlight the hidden spaces of empire, globalization, 
and transnational flows through the sweatshop. Although Aunt Paula is herself from Hong Kong, 
it’s clear that the conditions of possibility that create an opportunity for her to own and run that 
sweatshop are predicated on a certain colonial and free market history. 
We can see intimacy, porousness, and haunting in the way that the space of the 
sweatshop works on Kim’s, her mother’s, and other laborers’ bodies. Muscle memory is one of 
the many realms in which these issues manifest. Kwok gives a long description of one summer 
     
 




Kim spends perfecting her technique for bagging garments, reducing her time from twenty 
seconds to seven seconds. This process is fully in the body, in hands that were “moist with sweat 
and thus sticky,” and verbs that suggest violence and repetition: “grab,” “twist,” “pulled,” 
“strike, “fell.” This sensory invasion and bodily repetition is pronounced in the novel, 
particularly on the factory floor. The fact that, before they leave that space, the clothes are 
emptied out of the traces of that labor and shielded from themselves picking up the remnants of 
the space as the bodies in the space are is particularly evocative, and I think telling of how 
memory and story-telling get somewhat displaced for Kim. While she and her mother are close, 
in the novel, in terms of the support they give each other, the realities of the garment shop mean 
that they lead disconnected lives for much of the novel. This disconnect foreshortens many of the 
threads of connection I read into other narratives in which textiles connect generations through 
their story-telling and story-keeping possibilities. It is in the narrative process of the novel itself 
that these threads are reconnected. 
 Daisy Hernandez’s A Cup of Water Under My Bed, a memoir, also features a mother who 
works in a garment factory when she first immigrates to the U.S., although the majority of the 
episodes in the work follow Daisy’s negotiation of her own identity as American and immigrant, 
as well as a host of family secrets. Daisy’s mother does eventually transfer from factory work to 
in-home tailoring and alterations, and the labor becomes more personal (Hernandez rarely 
directly describes her mother’s factory work, not being on the shop floor herself) and more 
directly related to the experiences of memory, of story-telling, translatable to other types of 
history-producing work. As a child at the beginning of her memoir, however, Hernandez had 
relatively little access to the space of the factory, instead representing that particular textile work 
as swimming at the edges of her consciousness, always there, but never quite present. As she 
     
 




narrates her growth into adulthood and her emergence as a writer, however, her mother’s textile 
work shifts to the home and becomes more present, visible, and felt to Hernandez. Jeffries 
theorizes the connections between and consequences of telling a story of self and textile together: 
“A critical use of the self, of the ‘feminine’ and of textile materials and processes, combine 
together as metaphoric signs of new autobiographical or ‘autographic’ patterns with cultural 
practice. Together they operate as a lived tension between the ‘I’ and other, the life of the text 
and ‘textile’ and the terrain of the lived” (88). As Hernandez weaves parallel descriptions of 
writing and making, we as readers live in the tension described here, the productive space of a 
particular kind of knowledge creation through body, text, and textile. The beginning of the final 
vignette of A Cup of Water Under My Bed is the first specific link between the actual labor of 
textile work and text work. Hernandez, in thinking about her own writing process, draws explicit 
parallels between her process of creating the book we’re currently reading and her mother’s 
lifelong work. 
When my mother needs to tailor a skirt, to let out the waistband or take it in, she turns the 
skirt inside out and lays it on the ironing board. She exams the seams, the places where 
the hilo is holding everything together, giving it shape, form, purpose. She adjusts here 
eyeglasses, makes her decisions, and picks up the scissors, the tiny ones that fit in the 
palm of her hand. The tips of the blades poke out like extra dedos, so that for a moment 
my mother looks like a woman with seven fingers, two of them silver. 
 
Her hands are swift, almost brutal. She slips the silver dedos under the thread and yanks it 
from its place in the fabric. In English, we would say she’s removing the stitching. In 
Spanish, however, the word in desbaratar. If you ask my mother what she’s doing with 
the skirt, she will keep her eyes on the hilo and say “Desbaratandola.” Not a taking 
away, but a taking apart. It is what I am doing here right now, what I have been doing in 
all the pages before. I have the story, and I am turning it inside out, laying it down on the 
ironing board, taking it apart with silver dedos, desbaratandola so I can put it back 
together again the way I want, the way that makes sense now. (173) 
 
Striking in the beginning of this passage is the physicality of taking apart the skirt. There is an 
unfolding, a turning, a visual examination and assessment, and finally a picking up of the 
     
 




necessary instruments. And in this picking up of the scissors, Daisy’s mother’s very body 
becomes implicated in the textile work and the process of alteration. The scissors become extra 
dedos, her hands themselves sharp, extended by the metal blades. In this eliding of the lines 
between body and instrument, instrument and textile, the collection of body, tool, and medium 
becomes intimately linked, the body imbricated in the textile work in a particularly intimate way. 
This link between the body and not only the labor being done, but the materials 
themselves, is particularly important to consider when thinking about the linguistically difference 
between “removing the stitching” and “desbaratandola,” “taking away” and “taking apart.” 
When Daisy’s mother’s body and, by extension, herself and her own history and memory are 
implicated in the altering of a skirt, the difference is crucial. This connection between bodies and 
fabric is made explicit earlier in the text. Hernandez writes “I feel the weight of my mother’s 
body next to mine. She’s a muneca de trapo, my mother, a large rag doll, a careful gathering of 
cotton fabric and thread and something unnamed but substantial” (21). Hernandez later amends 
this description as she attempts to adapt to life in the United States and learn English: “She is not 
the young woman of her stories now, not the one bracing herself for a new world of sounds and 
terrors. She is not even a rag doll. She is sturdier, rounder, more reliable and promising, like a 
new spool of thread” (27). By actively understanding her mother’s worldly presence and 
inextricably linked to fabric and thread, Hernandez creates a specific incarnation of her as not 
only defined in some way by her work, but composed of the raw materials with which she works 
every day. In a taking away, there is a violent shaving off of parts of the whole while, with a 
taking apart, nothing is lost. This is perhaps also indicative of the language difference. In a story 
of immigration, of changing places and changing homes, of generational assimilation, perhaps it 
     
 




is only in Spanish that a taking apart and reconstructing is possible—English is always a 
violence, a losing of a part of the self.  
Even when formulated as a taking apart, however, Hernandez narrates this alteration as a 
violent process. With scissor blades that “poke,” Daisy’s mother’s hands are “swift, almost 
brutal.” She yanks the stitches with the scissors to get to the constituent pieces of fabric. This 
whole process takes place from the inside out. In her extended meditation on the seam, Catherine 
Dormor approaches the metaphorics of fabric and the possibilities of piecing, including the idea 
of the stitch and the act of sewing. Taking as her main organizing metaphor the idea of the seam, 
Dormor argues that seaming can be used to “extend the cloth, but also address[es] the aggressive 
and disruptive aspects of needle and thread passing through the textile” (1). Considering the 
possibilities inherent in cloth and sewing for thinking about borders, tangents, crossings, and 
edges, she considers three different trajectories of the seam: passage, suturing, and trace. 
Seaming as passage relies on the idea of bringing pieces of cloth and bits of narratives together 
through the repetition and rhythm of sewing and stitching to highlight their passage between 
these pieces. This stitching together of both fabric and narrative creates a flexible seam. In 
seaming as suturing, Dormor moves to the ambiguity of the seam in which “it functions both as 
an extending mechanism, whilst also as a limit. The seam conceals and asserts the raw edge of 
the fabric, the space between the pieces and bodies: a crevice, a suture, a scar” (5). Suturing 
together cloth and text hints at the idea of wound, of scar, but also the bringing together of 
disparate pieces, the seam marking spaces of mutual exchange and conversation. Finally, the idea 
of seaming as trace relies on the physical evidence of joining together and the performativity of 
both sewing and writing. Dormor’s argument about the various intersections between textile and 
     
 




text in the process of seaming and stitching suggests most strongly the idea of interplay in raw 
materials—fabric or language. 
In thinking about the ways in which texts and textiles collude, and the potential involved 
in this mutual implication for women writing (in a more broadly constructed use of the term) 
against death, it's helpful to think about Gloria Anzaldúa's creating of text and textile. She writes 
in Borderlands,  
In looking at this book that I'm almost finished writing, I see a mosaic pattern (Aztec-
like) emerging, a weaving pattern, thin here, thick there. I see a preoccupation with the 
deep structure, the underlying structure, with the gesso underpainting that is red earth, 
black earth. I can see the deep structure, the scaffolding. If I can get the bone structure 
right, then putting flesh on it proceeds without too many hitches. The problem is that the 
bones often do not exist prior to the flesh, but are shaped after a vague and broad shadow 
of its form is discerned or uncovered during beginning, middle and final stages of the 
writing…This almost finished product seems an assemblage, a montage, a beaded work 
with several leitmotifs and with a central core, now appearing, now disappearing in a 
crazy dance. The whole thing has had a mind of its own, escaping me and insisting on 
putting together the pieces of its own puzzle with minimal direction from my will. It is a 
rebellious, willful entity, a precocious girl-child forced to grow up too quickly, rough, 
unyielding, with pieces of feather sticking out here and there, fur, twigs, clay. My child, 
but not for much longer. (Anzaldúa 88)  
 
I quote this passage at such length because it begins to build a foundation for thinking about the 
interrelation between skin, fabric, stories, writing, birth, and death in ways that become 
particularly evocative in thinking about A Cup of Water Under My Bed. Immediately pointing to 
the "weaving pattern" of what she has written, Anzaldúa also pays particular attention to "the 
deep structure, the scaffolding" that creates an interrelatedness of story, objects, and phenomena 
that is reminiscent of what I have been describing in terms of Hernandez’s memoir. Anzaldúa 
thinks of her writing and her project not just in terms of weaving (a call to also think in terms of 
Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo), however, but she continues on in this passage to think about 
narrative structure in terms of bone and flesh. She represents both a movement from fabric to 
flesh, and a combination of the two. The assemblage, montage, beaded work of the final product 
     
 




is finally not only work, but a child--a rebellious (and implicitly female) one that is always 
already hurtling toward destruction, away from the mother author.  In this way Anzaldúa's 
connection with and explanation of the text as fabric, as skin, and as child further links to the 
complicity Hernandez explores in terms of motherhood, textile, and page in women writing 
against death.  
Despite the tension I described earlier between Daisy’s mother’s place in the universe of 
fast fashion as producer and Daisy’s own struggles with consumption as a means of passing, we 
nevertheless arrive in this passage at some sort of understanding of the inheritance involved in 
the processes of writing and sewing. There is a passing on of process between generations. 
Specifically, the structure of this passage implicates the body not only in Daisy’s mother’s 
sewing, but also in Hernandez’s writing process. In something that is frequently characterized 
(perhaps stereotyped) as almost purely cerebral (we’ll certainly see this in Sassafrass, Cypress & 
Indigo), Hernandez aligns herself with a physical taking apart of her memories in order to 
examine them, rearrange them, sort them, and reconnect them in a new order, a new fit on a 
changing body, a changing life. Hernandez extends this idea of the physicality of stories (and the 
way that memory links to fibers) later in the vignette, writing “memories are like thread. They 
can be tugged and loosened and stitched in different directions” (180). Exactly as the skirt can be 
unstitched and restitched, unmade and remade in many different iterations, with many final 
outcomes.  
 The relationship between writing and making is particularly fraught in Sassafrass, 
Cypress & Indigo. Ntozake Shange’s novel follows a family of women as they traverse the 
country to find their passions and their individual fits in the family. This narrative begins from a 
place of textile work and weaving as liberating, productive, creative—of and for the family. In 
     
 




the background, however, is a history of forced textile labor land somewhat essentialist visions 
of womanhood and its work—but this history and tradition has been, by the beginning of the 
novel, reclaimed for the family and keenly felt as a personal creative outlet and mode of 
interacting with the world. This type of textile work is instead pitted specifically against more 
“serious” artistic production: writing. Sassafrass’s boyfriend, Mitch, a self-professed writer, 
advocate, and member of the movement, actively participates in a system that not only dismisses 
any show of femininity, but links masculinity with written production, therefore making it the 
only viable means of creating, of communicating, and of contributing to the black nationalist 
movement. Sassafrass’s love for and commitment to textile arts (weaving, macrameing, and 
knitting, particularly) is not only not valued by Mitch, but is something he sneers at. Mitch’s 
derision is of a piece with the pejorative connotation frequently given to domestic chores and 
work that happens in the private sphere. Courtney Thorsson suggests that the way the 
communitarian role works for African American women, however, has always been influenced 
by a legacy in which slavery kept them away from their own homes, therefore making a taking 
up of women’s work as cultural expression (in cooking, dancing, community organizing, and, 
perhaps, sewing) a valid, necessary, and revolutionary means of reclaiming private and cultural 
narratives in addition to public and political ones (1). Further, by creating a new, portable, 
transmittable archive, they suggest “women’s work as a rich terrain for literary negotiations of 
raced, gendered, individual, and communal identities” that is “both public and private, equally 
concerned with individual and collective identity, variously incorporates or rejects biological 
reproduction” (Thorsson 7). So while there is a tradition of using alternative means to create and 
communicate knowledge within the black nationalist movement, that tradition does not always 
translate to recognition, and can, at least in this case, inspire derision.  
     
 




 Mitch’s insistence that Sassafrass “write and create new images for black folks” instead 
of “sittin’ around making things with your hands” (Shange 79) explicitly privileges writing as the 
only form of knowledge production, particularly for the movement as he sees it. Sassafrass’s 
drive to knit, to weave, to macrame, to make is offered in direct contrast to her boyfriend Mitch’s 
repeated injunction to her to write (that writing is the only meaningful work that can be done to 
advance activism and civil rights (although he seems equally happy to relegate her to a role of 
cooking, cleaning, and fucking in the name of supporting important, male, work). Sassafrass 
therefore takes to knitting on the sly, stuffing her new projects under her skirts (78)—this action 
is certainly in response to Mitch’s frustration with and mocking of her continued textile labor, 
but is in no small part also a conditioned reaction to his continued physical violence and 
unpredictable temper. We quickly learn that this writing as it is being produced by Mitch’s male 
friends is particularly misogynistic, derogatory, and objectifying when Mitch forces, in a scene 
of great violation, Sassafrass to listen to his friend Otis read his new writing. And this writing, in 
its refusal to see black women as anything but wombs and cunts to be colonized, regained, 
invaded, and filled, is itself a violation that shakes Sassafrass.  
 It’s in response to this violation that Sassafrass returns, in an almost dreamlike state, to 
her textile work in one of the most extended meditations on weaving in the novel.  
When she moved, she went to her looms… 
 makin cloth, bein a woman & longin 
 to be of the earth  
 a rooted blues 
 some ripe berries 
 happenin inside 
 spirits  
 walking in a dirt road 
 toes dusted & free 
 faces movin windy 
 brisk like 
 dawn round 
     
 




 gingham windows & 
 opened eyes 
 reelin to days 
 ready-made 
 nature’s image 
 i’m rejoicin 
 with a throat deep 
 shout & slow 
 like a river 
 gathering  
 space 
i am sassafrass/ a weaver’s daughter/ from charleston/ i’m a woman makin cloth like all 
good women do/ the moon’s daughter sat all night/ spinnin/ i have inherited fingers that 
change fleece to tender garments/ i am the maker of warmth & emblems of good spirit/ 
mama/ didn’t ya show me how/ to warp a loom/ to pattern stars into cotton homespun/ 
mama/ didn’t y a name me for yr favorite natural dye/ sassafrass/ so strong & even/ go 
good with deep fertile greens/ & make tea to temper chilly evenings/ i’m a weaver with 
my sistahs from any earth & fields/ we always make cloth/ love our children/ honor our 
men/ who protect us from our enemies/ we prepare altars & anoint candles to offer our 
devotion to our guardians/ we proffer hope/ & food to eat/ clothes to wear/ wombs to fill. 
(92) 
 
I reproduce this passage in full because it is one of the only moments that we as readers are 
allowed direct access into not only Sassfrass’s consciousness, but her stream of thoughts while 
weaving. In addition, and perhaps more importantly, the structure of this passage on the page, the 
way Sassafrass’s thoughts fit together and emerge, is itself telling. The first half takes the form of 
a warp thread reaching down the loom in a single strand, creating the basis for all that follows. 
The second half, in its prose poem form, invokes the weft thread as they are carried through the 
warp to create pattern and structure, punctuated by slashes as they dart back and forth through 
the cloth itself. Sassafrass’s internal monologue, her processing of information, is itself 
structured by cloth.  
 Within this warp and weft, and constitutive of it in both content and form is an invocation 
and enaction of repetition and ritual. While we saw in Girl in Translation a certain type of 
reliance on repetition and muscle memory in the sweatshop, in that space and that environment 
     
 




and under the strictures and pressures of a fast fashion system, a production fundamentally meant 
for elsewhere, the repetition manifested as purely utilitarian. Kim raced against the clock year 
after year perfecting her process, her movements, the millimeter intervals of her body and he 
muscles. All for the sake of efficiency—a few more skirts, a few more dollars, the possibility of 
someday leaving that life. It’s a grim and monotonous understanding of repetition—one that is 
stripped of creativity, reverence, ritual, and possibility. But in this scene in Sassafrass, Cypress 
& Indigo, we see another way of experiencing repetition in textile work and in relation to cloth: 
repetition as liberation. By using Sassafrass’s own voice and interior monologue to create a 
soothing incantation in the wake of violence, this narrative swells in the tension between 
repetition as destructive (sandpaper wearing at already raw skin) and generative (the meditative 
and creative confines of ritual). The repetition invoked here is myriad (and certainly not all 
positive—there is a somewhat troubling reliance on an essential womanhood), but by resting in 
that space and sending threads out to both sides of that divide, the novel suggests a path through 
trauma by way of creating.  
 In discussing how the repetition of cloth-making contributed to the idea of domesticity 
and the delicate, womanly order that were necessary to it in the 19th century, Ana Arujo writes 
that “the extent to which this ‘idealized image of woman’ liberated or oppressed real women is, 
however, debatable” (187). Drawing a continuum from historians that maintain the oppression 
and isolation of domesticity and femininity to those who suggest that domesticity might be 
valuable and empowering, a possibility for countering a masculine hegemonic narrative to those 
that suggest that domesticity was enforced by the patriarchy, Araujo creates a nuanced depiction 
of the possibilities and pitfalls of veering too hard in any one understanding of the effect of the 
domestic sphere on women writ large. It’s a tricky line to walk, and we see the very real 
     
 




consequences of these delineations play out for Sassafrass, specifically, as she struggles with her 
own conception of womanhood, particularly in relation to Mitch’s hyper-masculinity and 
prescriptive understanding of how she should be functioning as a woman and how she should be 
functioning as a knowledge producer (and it’s tellingly never clear that he really believes she can 
be a knowledge producer, despite his calls for her to write). 
 The types of repetition and the ways that they play out throughout the novel are myriad, 
ranging from the cyclical history of place (particularly in the U.S. South), to trauma playing out 
through abuse and self-abuse, to binary conversations around women’s work (writing vs. 
making, center vs. periphery, art vs. craft, mind vs. body), to gender and generations, to the ritual 
of creation. In the passage quoted above, we are simultaneously in the legacy of slavery and the 
possibility of craft, a space of repetition and pattern as inherited and as essential, a realm of 
weaving as both forced and chosen, and a lived experience in which being a woman can either be 
“tired and stingy” (92) or “rich and sensuous” (92). 
 Perhaps what is most telling in this passage and in Sassafrass’s understanding of the 
power of weaving for healing and engagement with the world, is the way the bodily process of 
weaving, confined to the four side of a loom, nevertheless casts out into the world and the 
cosmos. Miller and Kuchler write that “the dissection of clothing into pattern, fiber, fabric, form 
and production is opposed to, but part of, its consideration as an aspect of human and 
cosmological engagement. The sensual and aesthetic—what cloth feels and looks like—is the 
source of its capacity to objectify myth, cosmology and also morality, power, and values” (1). 
Sassafrass begins this meditation of the loom with a specific invocation and articulation of being 
in the world, of “makin cloth, bein a woman & longin / to be of the earth.” I would suggest that 
these three modes of being, beginning with not only the object of the cloth itself, but the project 
     
 




and process of making cloth, are constitutive of the world view and knowledge creation that 
Sassafrass demonstrates here. As she continues down the warp thread, as I have termed it, the 
basis of the weaving, Sassafrass communicates a knowledge of the world that is rooted in 
specifics of space, movement, and sensory experience, highlighting through the cloth-like 
structure the primacy of nature’s image, the feel of breeze, walking a dirt road, “gatherin / 
space.” This return to space, to the body, as the warp thread of this loom of consciousness in 
response to Mitch’s denigration of her cosmology of making suggests a specific type of response 
to trauma through object and bodily process. Pajaczkowska suggests of cloth and the weaving 
process that “cloth, woven on a loom, incarnates the most troubling of conceptual paradoxes. It is 
a grid, a soft matrix of intersecting verticals and horizontals, as systematic as graph paper, and 
yet it is soft, curved and can drape itself into the three-dimensional fold. Weaving is an activity 
that is both supernaturally divine and mundane” (235). We see this series of paradoxes begin to 
unfold as Sassafrass includes the weft threads, alternating threads to knit together the earthly and 
the divine. She brings together on the plane of cloth her mother, the moon’s daughter, tender 
garments and patterned stars, tea and dye and anointed candles and altars, guardian spirits and 
clothes to wear. By allowing these paradoxes to inhabit the surface and structure of the cloth and 
to further display that surface and structure in the very processes by which she thinks, Sassafrass 
creates a new type of knowledge that holds these different possibilities gently in the folds of 
cloth and folds of brain, threaded between the horizontal and the vertical the divine and the 
mundane of cloth. 
When I first began thinking about textiles and texts, I was specifically drawn to stories 
that explore family legacy and memory through making cloth and clothing. Novels like 
Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo meditate on relationships between mothers and daughters, pointing 
     
 




to a tradition of sewing between generations and working with textiles as a site of connection, 
story-telling, and remembrance. In her article “Ritual | Repetition,” Peta Carlin writes of the 
specific mechanisms by which the repetitive nature of fabric work can create a ritualized, almost 
sacred space in the world: 
In giving form to the expression of tradition in its continual translation realized through 
semblance and place, the present of the hand is there, it is said, ‘making its presence 
known’ for ‘the hand touches the world itself, feels it, lays hold of it,’ its dexterous 
manipulations enabling knowledge to be multiplied, the apprehension of the world by 
touch a remedy, providing a means through which the recovery of experience is disclosed 
and capable again of being conveyed. (89) 
 
This passing on of tradition through ritual and repetition is transferable to the idea of 
generational inheritances of fabric work and techniques, a bringing together through the 
continued practice of a specific skill or craft. There are a lot of people who write about these 
types of positive connections between story-telling, memory, and fabric work. But the idea that 
the object is affective, that it draws people together, that it creates communal experiences, 
especially when it has been created in communal experiences is widespread. In their contribution 
to Objects & Materials, Eleanor Conlin Casella and Kathy Woodward give insight into the way 
that objects can inform and structure our memory. They write: 
Personal, familial and community encounters with the object world may be deeply 
emotive…The material world actively choreographs our movements, renders our social 
selves, grasps our emotive responses because of its non-discursive existence. Unlike the 
written text, unlike the spoken word the object works through its silent presence, not only 
offering a dense focal site for emotional overlay but also quietly shaping, attuning and 
framing our basic affective experiences. (104-106) 
 
I would argue that fabric-based objects are particularly susceptible to having these effects and are 
consistently primed to serve as repositories for memory and avenues for bodily memory as 
people interact with those objects through sewing, weaving, etc. 
     
 




The creation of memories, particularly around working with fabric, and of creating a 
heritage to pass on, seems to me to rely primarily on the repetitive nature of fabric and textile 
work itself. Just as memories and stories (particularly oral stories) get repeated and rehearsed, the 
warp and weft of fabric create a structure that relies explicitly on repetition. Pattern is repetition 
with a difference. When the mothers and daughters in Girl in Translation, A Cup of Water Under 
My Bed, and Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo pass on fabric traditions and learn from each other, 
these acts of knowledge production are both based in fabric and based in stories. The persistence 
of fabric in these narratives rests on the way in which fabric is worked, exchanged, and felt 
through families and communities. By pushing us to look at the embodiment of textile labor and 
the alternative ways that it produces knowledge, these simultaneously recover obscured 
narratives and obscured labor, showing the ways that both can work together to weave more 












     
 





Ahmed, Sara and Jackie Stacey. “Introduction: Dermographies.” Thinking Through the Skin, 
edited by Sarah Ahmed and Jackie Stacey, Routledge, 2001, pp. 1-18. 
 
Anzaldua, Gloria. Borderlands/Fla Frontera: The New Mestiza. Aunt Lute Books, 2012. 
Araujo, Ana. “Repetition, Pattern, and the Domestic: Notes on the Relationship between Pattern 
and Home-making.” Textile, vol. 8, no. 2, 2010, pp. 181-201. 
 
Ash, Juliet. “Memory and Objects.” Textiles: Critical and Primary Sources, edited by Catherine 
Harper, Berg, 2012. 
 
Bristow, Maxine. “Continuity of Touch—Textile as Silent Witness.” The Textile Reader, edited 
by Jessica Hemmings, Berg, 2012. 
 
Carlin, Peta. “Ritual | Repetition.” Textile, vol. 12, no. 1, 2015, pp. 80-99. 
 
Dormor, Catherine. “Writing Textile, Making Textile, Making Text: Cloth and Stitch as Agency 
for Disorderly Text.” Textile Society of America 2014 Biennial Symposium Proceedings: 
New Directions: Examining the Past, Creating the Future, Textile Society of America, 
2014.  
 
Gaspar de Alba, Alicia. Desert Blood: The Juarez Murders. Arte Publico Press, 2007. 
 








--. “Girl in Translation, Pt. iii: Skirts for Subjecthood.” Fabric Thinking, 4 June 2018, 
https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/2018/06/04/skirts-for-subjecthood/. 
 








--. “Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo, Pt. i: On Choosing Repetition.” Fabric Thinking, 10 July 
     
 







Hernandez, Daisy. A Cup of Water Under My Bed: A Memoir. Beacon, 2015. 
 
Jeffries. Janice. “Autobiographical Patterns.” Textiles: Critical and Primary Sources, edited by 
Catherine Haper, Berg, 2012.  
 
Kruger, Kathryn. Weaving the Word: The Metaphorics of Weaving and Female Textual 
Reproduction. Susquehanna UP, 2001. 
 
Kwok, Jean. Girl in Translation. Riverhead Books, 2011.  
 
Lopez, Josefina. Real Women Have Curves. Dramatic Publishing Company, 1996.  
 
Kuchler, Susanne and Daniel Miller, eds. Clothing as Material Culture. Berg, 2005. 
 
Pajaczkowska, Claire. “On Stuff and Nonsense: The Complexity of Cloth.” Textile, vol. 3, no. 3, 
2005, pp. 220-249. 
 
Parker, Rozsika, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine. I.B.Tauris, 
2010. 
 
Shange, Ntozake. Sassafrass, Cypress and Indigo: A Novel. Picador, 1996.  
 
Showalter, Elaine. “Piecing and Writing.” The Textile Reader, edited by Jessica Hemmings, 
Berg, 2012. 
 
Thorsson, Courtney. Women’s Work: Nationalism and Contemporary African American 











     
 




APPENDIX 1: LINK TO WEBSITE 
https://fabricthinking.wordpress.com/ 
 
 
 
 
